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FOREWORD. 

THE  Etaples  that  Austen  Brown  has  pictured 
is,  in  the  main,  the  pre-war  Etaples — the 
little  French  town  beloved  of  the  artist,  in 
passing  through  which  the  visitor  on  his  way  to 
Paris-Plage  caught  alternative  glimpses  of  the  peasant 
and  of  the  toiler  of  the  sea.  Few  places  in  France 
have  more  of  fascination,  or  bring  into  such  close 
juxtaposition  the  sea  and  the  land.  War  plays  its 
tricks  with  towns  as  with  men.  The  two  outstanding 
periods  in  the  life  of  Etaples  are  linked  with  world 
conflict.  Here,  in  the  now  narrow  and  treacherous 
estuary  of  the  Canche,  Napoleon  gathered  his  great 
barges  for  that  invasion  of  England  which  was  never 
to  be  other  than  a  dream.  Over  the  hills  above  the 
town  divisions  of  his  army  camped  and  waited  the 
signal  for  embarkation  that  did  not  come.  Napoleon 
passed.  Etaples  sank  into  sleep  and  quiet  decay  as  its 
harbour  filled  with  the  ever-shifting  sand.  It  grew 
picturesque  in  its  poverty,  and  art  made  the  town  and 
its  fisher-folk  her  own,  giving  them  a  new  and  softer 
fame. 

Upon  this  placid  backwater  of  France  war  came 
as  to  all  Europe.  Lying  on  the  main  line  from 
the  Channel  ports  to  Paris,  with  the  vast  spaces  of  its 
sandy  hills  about  it,  Etaples  found  itself  the  most  im¬ 
portant  base  camp  for  the  British  armies.  In  a  few 
months  its  fields  were  covered  by  tents,  buildings — 
all  the  ordered  litter  of  a  great  military  centre — 
while  thousands  in  khaki  toiled  to  perfect  their 
training.  Hospitals  sprang  up,  stretching  along  the 
low  sand  dunes,  and  before  long  rows  of  crosses  in 
railed-off  ground  told  of  thousands  who  had  made 


the  last  sacrifice.  The  town  shook  to  the  marching 
of  troops,  until  presently  Etaples  was  more  familiar 
to  thousands  of  men  of  British  blood  from  every  part 
of  the  Empire  than  it  has  ever  been  to  Frenchmen. 
To  those  who  lingered  there  on  their  way  to  and 
from  the  front  the  place  is  one  of  memories ;  to 
thousands  who  sorrow  in  English  homesteads  the 
fisher  town  will  be  a  place  of  pilgrimage  in  the  years 
to  come. 

Through  the  war,  as  for  years  before,  Austen 
Brown  lived  and  painted  in  Etaples,  finding  in  its 
every  aspect,  as  seen  through  an  atmosphere  almost 
Italian  in  its  clearness,  material  for  his  brush.  He 
has  painted  as  a  lover  its  most  familiar  scenes.  In 
this  volume  are  gathered  a  few  of  his  sketches  of  the 
town,  its  surroundings,  and  the  calmer  incidents  of 
the  lives  of  those  who  dwell  there.  These  pictures 
not  only  give  an  individual  view  of  Etaples;  they 
have  vision  and  sure  execution.  One  feels  that 
together  they  form  such  a  record  as  may  be  cherished 
by  those  who  have  been  caught  by  the  lure  of  Etaples 
in  peace  time  or  under  the  stir  of  war,  who  have 
known  its  hard  and  workaday  life  in  years  gone  by, 
or  have  felt  its  charm  amid  the  movement  of  the 
camp  or  the  quiet  of  the  hospital. 


A.  H.  W. 


ETAPLES. 

ETAPLES  is  a  small  fishing  port  on  the  northern 
coast  of  France.  The  principal  industries  are 
boat  building  and  fishing.  The  town  is  sup¬ 
posed  to  have  held  a  position  of  some  importance  as 
far  back  as  the  middle  ages,  while  research  has  led 
to  the  belief  that  it  occupies  the  site  of  the  Gallo- 
Roman  port,  Quentovicus. 

There  is  little  trace  now  of  its  early  Roman  origin, 
but  one  feels  the  stride  of  time  which  leaves  the  past 
motionless  for  ever,  and  this  age  of  materialistic  and 
scientific  tendencies  is  destroying  much  that  is  of 
interest  that  has  come  down  to  us  from  bygone  days. 

The  town  is  a  mixture  of  the  old  and  the  new,  and 
it  has  all  the  characteristics  of  a  small  fishing  village, 
with  its  boats  and  fisherfolk,  its  dirt  and  smells.  In 
the  triangular  shaped  square,  with  its  buildings 
typically  old-time  French  in  architecture  and  colour¬ 
ing,  is  “Napoleon’s  House.”  It  was  in  this  house 
that  Napoleon  visited  Marshal  Ney,  and  it  is  probable 
that  plans  for  the  invasion  of  England  were  made 
there.  Back  of  the  square  is  the  marine  quarter, 
with  the  quay,  the  fishmarket  and  the  fishermen’s 
homes.  From  the  square,  in  the  opposite  direction, 
one  reaches  the  church.  The  first  glimpse  of  it  is  to 
be  had  from  the  corner  of  the  little  winding  street 
leading  to  it.  This  is  a  view  of  the  tower  rising 
from  behind  the  quaint  buildings  with  their  high 
moss-grown  garden  walls  overhung  by  trees.  The 
chief  beauty  of  the  church  is  the  colouring  of  its  in- 


terior,  which  is  a  low-toned  reddish  grey,  and  the 
fine  bit  of  wood-carving  in  the  reredos,  which  dates 
from  about  the  1 8 th  century. 

For  years  past  Etaples  has  been  the  haunt  of  artists, 
but  now  it  is  known  to  many  thousands  who  have 
spent  part  of  the  last  four  years  there  when  it  was  a 
large  hospital  and  military  base.  The  square,  gay 
with  splashes  of  colour  on  market  morning  ;  the  fish- 
market,  with  its  chattering  men  and  women  ;  the 
quay,  lined  with  red  sails  and  masts  and  fishing  nets ; 
the  narrow  winding  streets,  with  their  busy,  gossip¬ 
ing  life,  will  be  remembered  by  all  long  after  other 
things  are  forgotten,  but  for  some  the  memory  will 
be  of  the  wonderful  colouring  of  land  and  sea. 

It  is  not  difficult  to  realize  why  so  many  artists 
made  their  homes  at  Etaples  and  in  the  little  village 
of  Trepied  near  by,  for  the  green  of  the  hills,  the  blue 
and  red  of  the  peasants’  garments,  the  golden  shimmer 
of  the  rolling  sand  dunes,  the  blue  of  the  sea  and  sky, 
the  red-sailed  fishing  boats,  the  sunsets  and  the 
luminous  blue  of  the  atmosphere  which  is  to  be 
found  there  so  often  in  the  summer,  provide  beautiful 
effects  for  artists.  And  what  colours  the  sand  holds ! 
— rose  and  turquoise  green,  silver  and  grey,  purple 
and  gold  and  even  a  crimson  glow.  The  sea  and  the 
sand  pick  up  the  colours  of  the  sunsets  and  reflect 
them  over  marsh  and  land. 

The  road  leading  from  Etaples  to  Camiers  runs 
through  moss-grown  sand  dunes  and  pine  woods,  and 
from  one  part  of  it  a  view  may  be  had  of  the  sea  and 
Le  Touquet  across  the  river.  From  here  on  bright 
summer  mornings,  the  fishing  boats  crossing  the  bar 
on  their  way  to  the  sea  look  like  a  silver  fleet  on  the 
sparkling  water,  while  in  the  sunset  glow  they  are 


silhouetted  against  a  crimson  yellow  sky,  and  become 
purple  on  a  water  of  mauve.  It  is  ever  a  picture, 
the  pines,  the  sand,  the  sea  and  the  sky  with  their 
ever  changing  lights  and  shades  working  a  symphony 
in  colours. 

In  the  early  mornings  one  may  meet  the  shrimp 
fishers  going  to  and  coming  from  the  sea.  They  are 
chiefly  women,  strong  and  muscular,  wrapt  in  old 
coats  and  short  skirts,  with  red  or  light  blue  mufflers 
around  their  necks,  and  shawls  over  their  heads.  On 
their  backs  are  slung  baskets,  and  over  their  shoulders 
are  the  nets  and  poles.  They  wear  stocking  legs,  but 
their  feet  are  bare,  for  they  must  wade  in  the  sea. 
Their  feet  are  red,  and  swollen  and  hard.  They  go 
in  groups,  never  walking,  never  running,  but  with  a 
slight  stoop  forward  they  swing  along  with  a  peculiar 
trot,  talking  merrily,  singing  songs,  or  sometimes 
they  go  in  silence  to  the  rhythm  of  the  slosh,  slosh 
of  their  wet  garments.  When  the  tide  is  low  one 
may  see  them  far  out  across  the  sands,  shoving  their 
nets  in  front  of  them  as  they  splash  along  in  the  sea. 
They  are  picturesque  in  their  rags,  with  their  bare 
feet,  and  baskets  and  poles  and  coloured  scarfs,  but 
how  strange  life  is  in  parts  ! 

Sometimes  one  may  see  a  large  number  of  people 
setting  out  across  the  sand  dunes  carrying  pails  and 
spades.  They  are  a  merry  throng  of  men,  women 
and  children  on  their  way  to  procure  bait  for  the 
next  fishing.  It  is  a  function  in  which  the  entire 
village  participates.  Their  life  is  bound  up  with  the 
sea,  and  probably  the  most  interesting  event  is 
“La  Grande  Peche.”  La  grande  peche  is  the  fishing 
cruise  which  takes  the  men  from  home  for  months 
at  a  time  to  distant  parts  of  the  world.  On  these 


occasions,  immediately  before  the  herring  fleet  sets 
sail,  a  service  is  held  around  the  crucifix  which  is  near 
the  quay,  to  ask  for  protection  against  the  elements, 
and  for  a  successful  catch. 

It  was  early  one  November  morning  that  I  saw 
this  scene,  a  strange  hour  for  such  a  gathering,  but 
the  reason  was  the  tide,  for  the  boats  must  always  go 
out  with  the  tide.  As  I  passed  along  the  quay  in 
the  grey  cold  mist  early  that  November  morning,  I 
saw  a  great  throng  of  men  and  women  on  their  knees 
facing  the  crucifix.  The  men  were  in  their  fishing 
rigs  of  navy  blue  and  tan  and  their  high  fishermen’s 
boots,  the  women  were  in  their  peasant  holiday  cos¬ 
tumes,  which  with  the  black  bodices  and  bright 
yellows  and  reds,  and  whites  and  blues,  made  a  strange 
contrast  with  the  black  flowing  cassocks  of  the  priests, 
and  this  universe  of  lifeless  grey.  I  waited  through 
the  service.  Their  farewells  were  gay  and  sad,  and 
as  the  red  sails  were  set  the  tide  slowly  took  the  boats 
with  it  on  its  journey  to  the  sea,  and  they  looked 
like  phantom  ships  in  the  pale  sea  fog  of  that 
November  morning. 

This  little  fishing  port  clings  to  its  traditions  and 
its  customs  with  great  tenacity,  but  it  is  a  losing 
fight,  for  the  world  travels  down  grooves  of  change, 
and  the  realities  of  one  age  become  memories  in  the 
next  until  gradually  the  picture  fades. 


J.  E.  H. 
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